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Jane Jacobs and the Mid-Rise Mania
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The next time you travel through a city, see if you can 
find many four-, five-, or six-story buildings. Chanc-

es are, nearly all of the buildings you see will be either 
low rise (three stories or less) or high-rise (seven stories 
or more). If you do find any mid-rise, four- to six-story 
buildings, chances are they were either built before 1910, 
after 1990, or built by the government. 

Before 1890, most people traveled around cities on 
foot. Only the wealthy could afford a horse and carriage or 
to live in the suburbs and enter the city on a steam-pow-
ered commuter train. Many cities had horsecars—rail cars 
pulled by horses—but they were no faster than walking 
and too expensive for most working-class people to use on 
a daily basis.

Most urban jobs were in factories and most factories 
were located in transportation hubs where the factories 
could get easy access to raw materials and easy shipment of 
their finished products. Single-family homes were not par-
ticularly expensive: a Chicago homebuilder named Samu-
el Gross sold them for under $500, or about $15,000 in 
today’s dollars—but building enough single-family homes 
for all of the factory workers in major cities would mean 
that some of those workers would have to walk long dis-
tances to and from work.

Mid-Rise Before 1900
The alternative was mid-rise apartments. Unlike high ris-
es, mid rises did not require expensive construction meth-
ods and could be built with wood and bricks (“sticks and 
bricks”). Some residents had to climb four or even five 
flights of stairs to get to their apartments, but that would 
have been easier than walking an extra mile or two. 

As documented in an 1890 photo book, How the 
Other Half Lives, the living conditions in these apartments 
could be pretty bad. Many were built with only two toilets 
per floor, with the intention that each floor would have 
four separate three- or four-room apartments. But some-
times families crowded into these buildings so that each 
room would house a single family, meaning a dozen or 
more families might share two toilets. 

These crowded conditions weren’t found everywhere 
and no doubt many mid-rises had, as intended, one toilet 
per two families or even one toilet per family. Still, quar-
ters were small and noisy, privacy was minimal, and sani-
tation was questionable.

The floorplan of a typical New York City mid-rise apartment building of 
1890. Notice that the public hallway extends deep into the apartments 
so they can be subdivided into smaller apartments. 

In 1892, the high-speed electric elevator was perfect-
ed by Frank Sprague, the same man who perfected the 
electric streetcar in 1888 and electric rapid transit, also 
in 1892. Rapid transit and streetcars made it possible for 
more people to live in single-family homes and elevators 
made people less willing to live in multi-story, walk-up 
apartments without an elevator. 

Also in the 1890s, fire departments began to question 
the construction of wooden mid-rise buildings. Although 
wood was a strong enough material to support five-story 
buildings, those buildings could easily become fire traps, 
with a fire on one floor sweeping into the higher floors 
and trapping people from escape. Soon, fire codes were 
written to require concrete floors as fire barriers, and the 
extra weight of the concrete meant that mid-rise buildings 
required more steel. Add that to the cost of elevators and 
developers stopped constructing mid-rise buildings.

The Economic Problem with Mid-Rise
Journalist Joel Garreau explains this in his 1992 book, Edge 
City. In a chapter called “The Laws” or “How We Live,” 
he explains a number of land-use principles, or rules of 
thumb, that developers have come to understand based on 
long experience with housing and building markets. One 
of those laws is that Americans are willing to climb or de-
scend, at most, one flight of stairs. This means a three-sto-
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ry building is feasible if the second story is near the ground 
level, so that people only have to go up or down one flight.

“Since elevators and escalators demand rigid and 
heavy support structures, buildings that require them are 
more easily built of concrete and steel than Sticks and 
Bricks, thereby substantially increasing the cost,” says Gar-
reau. That means that “residential structures either have to 
be less than three stories above the main entrance, in order 
for you to build them without elevators, or they have to be 
high-rise. Once you start building a residential structure 
of concrete and steel to accommodate an elevator, your 
costs kick into so much higher an orbit that you have to 
build vastly more dwelling units per acre in order to make 
any money.”

As a result, for nearly a hundred years, very few mid-
rise buildings were constructed in this country, and most 
of them were built by the government—for example, the 
Pentagon, which is five-stories tall.

As more single-family suburbs were built, accessed by 
first streetcars and then the mass-produced automobile, 
the mid-rise buildings built before 1900 began to empty 
out. Less crowded conditions were good, but the buildings 
were also seen as less desirable to live in than single-family 
homes. Rents were low, building upkeep was sometimes 
poor, and the buildings were also viewed as fire hazards.

What to Do with Older Mid-Rises
People called these buildings “slums” and urban planners 
argued that individual property owners would not be will-
ing to improve or replace them with more modern build-
ings because adjacent slums would bring down the value 
of any improvements by so much that it wouldn’t be worth 
the cost. A 1954 Supreme Court decision unanimously 
ruled that, if a neighborhood was blighted, a city could 
use eminent domain to acquire all of the properties in the 
neighborhood, tear them down, and encourage redevel-
opment. This endorsed an urban renewal boom that had 
begun when Congress passed the Housing Act of 1949.

In the meantime, a Swiss architect named Le Corbus-
ier had argued that high-rises provided the optimal hous-
ing in a city. Planning historian Peter Hall called Corbus-
ier “the Rasputin of the tale” of urban planning because, 
where earlier planners were democratically oriented and 
tried to build cities that people wanted to live in, Cor-
bu and his followers believed that they knew how people 
should live and the people should just accept what they 
were given (although he himself never lived in a high rise). 

Inspired by Corbusier, urban planners of the 1950s 
saw their job as replacing mid-rise slums with high-rise 
apartments. After 1956, where the funds for building 
apartments weren’t available, they were willing to direct 
interstate highway funds to clear slums and build high-
ways through the former neighborhoods.

Today, because many of the residents of these mid-rise 
buildings were blacks, many people consider slum clear-
ance programs to be racist. They weren’t, really; what was 

racist was the many other government and private policies 
that kept blacks poor and thus made them some of the 
last residents of these sometimes overcrowded tenements. 
The real question was whether government action was re-
ally needed to clear out blighted slums or whether private 
gentrification would have done the job as the buildings 
emptied out. I suspect the latter, but it’s too late to do 
anything about it now.

Enter Jane Jacobs
Slum clearance hit a roadblock when New York City plan-
ners attempted to replace part of Greenwich Village, a 
typical pre-1900 mid-rise neighborhood, with a freeway. 
Among the residents who fought this plan was Jane Jacobs, 
a journalist who wrote for Architectural Forum magazine. 
She ended up writing The Death and Life of Great Ameri-
can Cities, a book whose opening sentence was, “This book 
is an attack on current city planning and rebuilding.”

Jane Jacobs in 1961 during the campaign to save Greenwich Village. 
Photo by Phil Stanziola.

Jacobs correctly argued that city planners did not re-
ally understand how cities worked. Their preoccupations 
with high-rises, based on Le Corbusier’s fantasies, simply 
made no sense in an age when single-family homes were 
less costly and easily accessed with affordable automobiles. 
Urban planning, she said, was a “pseudoscience” that had 
not yet “broken with the specious comfort of wishes, fa-
miliar superstitions, oversimplifications, and symbols.”

Unfortunately, Jacobs was equally convinced that she 
did understand how cities worked. She argued that great 
cities required four conditions: mixed uses, short blocks, a 
mix of old and new buildings, and a dense concentration 
of residents and workers. This is what Greenwich Village 
looked like, so she imagined that was the only way resi-
dents of great cities should live. 

She admitted that her principles didn’t apply to “what 
goes on in towns, or little cities, or in suburbs,” but at the 
same time she didn’t like suburbs, calling them “city de-
stroying” entities. In reality, her ideas were just as wrong as 
the urban planners’. She understood something about how 
her neighborhood worked but she failed to realize that her 
neighborhood was just a remnant of a building pattern 
that hadn’t made sense since 1900.

Jacobs’ Real Goal
Although Jacobs said that her goal was to set for new prin-
ciples of urban planning, in reality she was just a NIM-
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BY or, to be more accurate, NIMN (not in my neighbor-
hood). Urban renewal laws required planners to show that 
a neighborhood was blighted before they could take prop-
erties by eminent domain, so she focused on showing that 
her neighborhood wasn’t blighted. Maybe it wasn’t, but it 
also wasn’t the way most Americans wanted to live.

Greenwich village mixes low-rise, much of which was built before 1860, 
mid-rise, much of which was built between 1870 and 1900, and high-
rise, much of which was built after 1890. Photo by Iris Dai.

One of the charges, for example, was that slums were 
high crime areas. Rather than present data showing that 
her neighborhood didn’t have high crime, Jacobs came 
up with a new planning principle she called “eyes on the 
street.” Supposedly, the operators of ground-level shops 
and residents sitting on their front porches (because their 
apartments were too small to entertain guests) would 
watch the streets and intimidate potential criminals. 

Soon after The Death and Life was published, it be-
came apparent that the high-rise apartments that many 
cities built to house the low-income families who had been 
displaced by mid-rise clearance were tragic failures. Due 
to high crime, some proved to be so unlivable that they 
were demolished a mere 17 years after they were built. This 
leant credibility to Jacobs’ argument that planners didn’t 
know what they were doing but didn’t prove that Jacobs’ 
ideas were any better.

In 1973, some planners wrote a book called Compact 
City, arguing that density was the solution to the nation’s 
energy crisis. The authors suggested that such a compact 
city could be achieved either through Le Corbusier’s high 
rises or Jacobs’ mid-rises. The Death and Life became re-
quired reading in many urban planning schools, and soon 
planners and architects were rejecting high rises but pro-
moting mid rises.

After her book was published, Jacobs became some-
thing of a chameleon, equally comfortable trashing plan-
ners when talking with libertarians as she was trashing the 
suburbs, where most Americans chose to live, when talking 
with urban planners and density advocates. This made her 
popular among people of all political persuasions, some of 
whom continue to take her “principles” as gospel.

One book reviewer who saw through her, however, 
was Herbert Gans, a sociologist who had spent a year liv-
ing in a mid-rise neighborhood of Boston and another 
year living in a suburban Levittown, writing books about 
both experiences. Gans’ review of Death and Life noted 
that Jacobs was attracted to Greenwich Village’s “lively 
streets,” which were a result of the small apartments that 
forced most people to entertain outdoors. Suburbanites 
were just as lively but did their entertainment indoors or 
in backyards, where they were less visible. He also under-
stood, which Jacobs apparently did not, that the buildings 
in Greenwich Village “were built for a style of life which is 
going out of fashion with the large majority of Americans 
who are free to choose their place of residence.” As a result, 
Gans said, her fundamental assumptions and principles 
were largely wrong.

A typical street of mid-rise apartments with ground-floor shops in 
Greenwich Village. Thanks to Jane Jacobs, this has become the model for 
transit-oriented developments nationwide. Photo by J.S. Clark.

Another critic, though more indirectly, was an ar-
chitect named Oscar Newman, who wondered why the 
low-income high-rises built in the 1950s suffered from 
such high crime rates when nearby single-family neigh-
borhoods occupied by people in the same socioeconomic 
class were relatively crime-free. He carefully compared ar-
chitectural features with crime rates on tens of thousands 
of city blocks and concluded that private yards and private 
entrances were the key to minimizing crime, not eyes on 
the street, which he called “an unsupported hypothesis.” 
Newman called his conclusions “defensible space,” and as 
it turned out, most of his findings—for example, that cul 
de sacs reduced crime while alleys enabled more crime—
were exactly the opposite of what Jacobs and her followers 
advocated.

1000 Friends of Density
In 1988, the Oregon Department of Transportation want-
ed to build a new freeway connecting Interstate 5 to the 
heart of Washington County, west of Portland, to serve the 
new high-tech industries that were settling in the coun-
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ty. The freeway would allow people, raw materials, and 
finished products to move between California and Wash-
ington County’s Silicon Forest without going through the 
congestion of downtown Portland.

Earlier in the decade, Portland had drawn an ur-
ban-growth boundary around itself, requiring that almost 
all new housing and other development in the region take 
place within the boundary. This and boundaries for other 
major cities were required by state regulations. The rules 
also required every city (or, in the case of Portland, the 
metropolitan government that oversaw the boundary for 
Portland and 23 of its suburbs) to review their area’s hous-
ing needs every five years and expand its boundary so that 
there would always be a 20-year supply of land for new 
homes.

In 1989, a group called 1000 Friends of Oregon, which 
had appointed itself as the land-use watchdog overseeing 
how cities and counties implemented the state’s land-use 
rules, wasn’t happy with the proposed new freeway. Most 
of it would be outside of Portland’s growth boundary, and 
1000 Friends feared that the boundary would be expanded 
to allow housing in that area. Of course, with so many new 
jobs in Washington County, this would actually have been 
a logical place to expand the boundary.

1000 Friends commissioned a lengthy study called 
Land Use, Transportation, Air Quality (LUTRAQ), which 
purported to find that meeting the region’s housing needs 
with higher-density housing within the boundary would 
result in less driving-related air pollution than expand-
ing the boundary to allow low-density housing. In fact, 
as University of Southern California planning professor 
Genevieve Giuliano showed, LUTRAQ revealed that den-
sity and land-use policy had almost no impact on trans-
portation outcomes. LUTRAQ’s computer models found 
that planners could really only influence transportation by 
requiring every shopping mall, office park, and other de-
velopment to impose stiff parking changes, something that 
has never been done.

Center Commons, a transit-oriented development in Portland. Plan-
ners provided fewer parking spaces than apartments, so residents illegally 
park their cars in a fire lane or on the sidewalk.

One of the authors of LUTRAQ was an architect 
named Peter Calthorpe, who had been influenced by The 
Death and Life of Great American Cities. He promoted 
what he called traditional neighborhood design, “tradition-
al” meaning before cars, meaning mid-rise and single-fam-
ily homes on small lots so that more people would be with-
in walking distance of a grocery store or transit stop. (In 
fact, mid-rise housing had been built in the United States 
from roughly 1870 to 1910, so it could hardly be called 
“traditional.”)

Beaver Creek, a mid-rise development in the Portland suburb of Beaver-
ton. The ground floor is supposed to be shop but all are vacant because 
planners didn’t provide any parking for them. Eventually they were con-
verted to apartments.

In 1991, Calthorpe and other like-minded architects 
and planners met at Yosemite National Park’s Awhahnee 
Hotel, where they wrote “principles” for city development. 
These principles included density, walkability, mixed uses, 
and surrounding cities with greenbelts that would be per-
manently protected from development. They called their 
movement the New Urbanism.

While discarding Le Corbusier’s high rises, the New 
Urbanists kept his authoritarianism. All new development, 
they said, should follow their principles, and existing 
low-density suburbs should be redeveloped to meet those 
principles as well. 

In 1993, the Oregon legislature modified land-use 
laws to allow Portland and other cities meet their future 
housing goals by rezoning existing neighborhoods to 
higher densities, thus reducing the need to expand growth 
boundaries. In 1995, Metro, Portland’s regional planning 
agency, adopted a plan that set a target of reducing the 
share of households living in single-family homes from 65 
percent in 1990 to 41 percent by 2040. To meet this tar-
get, the plan called for rezoning dozens of single-family 
neighborhoods along with numerous transit corridors for 
multifamily housing.

To meet these density targets, Portland-area planners 
decided to build mid-rise, mixed-use apartments through-
out the region. This proved one of Joel Garreau’s “laws,” 
which was that “government planners . . . have self-evi-
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dently preposterous ideas about how human nature works 
in the real world.” Mid-rise residential buildings made no 
economic sense, so Portland decided it would have to sub-
sidize them.

Subsidies included up to two decades of property 
tax waivers, tax-increment financing, low-income hous-
ing tax credits, sales of public land at below-market pric-
es, and direct grants to developers from such sources as 
the Federal Transit Administration. Many of these grants 
went through Portland’s transit agency, Tri-Met, and the 
fact that Tri-Met’s CEO, Tom Walsh, had a family-owned 
business, Walsh Construction, that specialized in building 
subsidized mid-rise developments didn’t seem to bother 
anyone. Portland also relaxed the fire code, reducing costs 
but creating serious fire hazards in the future.

Other cities that have attempted densification, includ-
ing Denver, Los Angeles, Oakland, and Seattle, have had 
to subsidize many of their mid-rise projects as well. Some 
cities, such as San Jose, have used urban-growth boundar-
ies to make housing so expensive that developers will build 
mid-rise housing without subsidies, but even then there is 
resistance. 

Beaverton Round, another mid-rise development centered around a 
light-rail station. Two developers went bankrupt trying to make this 
work with the limited parking approved by planners. Finally a develop-
er convinced the city to allow a parking garage, and today most residents 
drive to work just like everywhere else in the Portland area.

For example, in 2014 San Jose zoned land near its 
downtown area and commuter train station for mid-rise, 
mixed-use housing. The land sat, undeveloped, for years 
until Google agreed to build offices, retail, and housing in 
the area, but only if the city rezoned to allow high rises. 
City planners presenting the idea to the city council en-
dorsed the lifting of height limits, saying it would allow 
more housing and produce more tax revenues for the city. 
So much for planners rejects Le Corbusier’s high rises.

Not surprisingly, mid-rises and other densification in 

the Portland area haven’t had the effects on transportation 
that Calthorpe and other density advocates predicted. 
Studies by the Cascade Policy Institute found that people 
living in mid-rise developments in transit corridors were 
not significantly more likely to take transit to work than 
anyone else in the Portland area. Per capita driving in the 
Portland area increased by 11 percent between 1990 and 
2019. Per capita transit ridership also increased, but by 
only 6 percent. Moreover, for five years before the pan-
demic, driving had been increasing but transit was de-
clining. Portland developments also revealed that when 
planners limit parking—because who needs parking when 
they live next to a light-rail line?—residents park on the 
sidewalk or other illegal places while ground-floor shops 
fail or are never rented.

Learning the Lessons
While urban planners say they have learned the lessons of 
the failures of 1950s urban renewal projects, they really 
haven’t. They are still advocating for density. They are us-
ing even more authoritarian methods to force that densi-
ty on unwilling urban residents. While they may say they 
prefer mid-rises, they readily support high rises as in San 
Jose and Portland’s South Waterfront development.

Planners who once took their ideas from a Swiss ar-
chitect who was something of a nutcase now take their 
ideas from a New York City journalist who was something 
of a nutcase and whose main credential was that she lived 
in an obsolete high-density neighborhood of the nation’s 
highest-density major city. Yet, said the executive director 
of the Congress for the New Urbanism in 2000, “there’s no 
question that [Jane Jacobs’s] work is the leaping-off point 
for our whole movement,” which planners now apply to 
towns, small cities, and suburbs as well as the few great 
cities that are left across the country. 

Most Americans wanted to live in single-family homes 
before the pandemic, and the coronavirus has probably in-
creased that desire. Cities that continue to subsidize and 
promote mid-rise housing while discouraging single-fam-
ily housing are imposing miseries on their residents in the 
form of unaffordable and lower-quality housing, traffic 
congestion, and higher taxes needed to fund the new in-
frastructure to support the higher-density housing. Jane 
Jacobs’ mid-rise mania should be stopped now before it 
can do any more damage.

Randal O’Toole, the Antiplanner, is a land-use and 
transportation policy analyst and author of The Best-Laid 
Plans: How Government Planning Harms Your Quality of 
Life, Your Pocketbook, and Your Future. Masthead illustra-
tion is an architect’s rendering of Nuevo, a mid-rise develop-
ment recently built near San Jose.
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